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GWU Department of Communications & New Media Professor Dr. Joseph Webb Offers
Insight
BOILING SPRINGS, N.C. – Each year, Gardner-Webb University
Department of Communications and New Media Professor Dr.
Joseph Webb teaches students about media law and how to navigate the sometimes-murky
waters of social media publishing platforms. Webb recently offered insight into a landmark
case involving a celebrity, her attorney, and Twitter.
In January, a civil court jury declared that shock-rocker Courtney Love was not guilty of libel
for comments she posted on Twitter in 2010 against her former attorney, Rhonda Holmes.
Love was the first person in the United States to go to trial for an alleged libelous tweet and
be cleared by a jury. While the jury agreed the information contained in the tweet was false,
they ultimately ruled that the rock star did not know it was false and thus, was not guilty of
libel.
“There’s a very cautionary tale here,” Webb warned. “In this case, the jury took their
responsibility very seriously. They listened to testimony for seven or eight days. They
deliberated for several hours. They talked it through carefully and followed the instructions
they had been given. If there is a lesson to learn, it is think before you dash off something.
Libel is real and you cannot without impunity attack someone and cause pain or damage to
one’s reputation.”
Libel is defined as defamation by written or printed words, pictures, or in any form other
than by spoken words or gestures. Proving that libel has taken place is a difficult process.
According to U.S. Political Systems (Kevin Sexton, 2010), “In the United States, an ordinary
citizen must prove that the statement was false, caused harm, and was made without
adequate research into the truthfulness of the statement. For a celebrity or a public official,
the person must prove the first three steps and that the statement was made with the intent
to do harm or with reckless disregard for the truth, which is usually specifically referred to as
‘proving malice.’”
Webb believes that many people fail to understand the legal implications of false statements
made using social media platforms. “When we are dealing with social media, we aren’t
dealing with celebrities; we’re dealing with next-door neighbors or our cashiers at the store
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last week and we’re dealing with people who treated us badly and so we’re going to unload on
them now,” Webb reflected. “The Courtney Love case suggests that is very dangerous stuff to
do. You could have a real fight on your hands to ward off a libel suit.”
Traditionally aimed at protecting individuals and their reputations from those with a large
audience (the press), defamation law may now be applied more liberally to social media
platforms where private individuals often command large audiences themselves. “We live in
the NSA [National Security Administration] world now. Anything that goes out over the
Internet never goes away,” Webb said. “It’s hard for us to grasp that. The courts have
traditionally been very protective of private individuals.”
He continued, “In situations were there is a dispute, you need to be very careful. You’re
dealing with private people and if you create things that become damaging to the other
person—whether it is words thrown out into the community or putting a sign out in your
lawn—that’s part of the reputational injury that can be associated with libel.”
Located in Boiling Springs, N.C., Gardner-Webb University blends a liberal arts core
curriculum with more than 55 major and minor professional programs of study, a
comprehensive academic experience that flows from our Christian commitment to
intellectual freedom, service and leadership.
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